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“What avail is it to win prescribed amounts of information about
geography and history, to win ability to read and write, if in the process
the individual loses his or her soul; loses appreciation of things
worthwhile, of the values to which these things are relative; loses desire
to apply what has been learned and, above all, loses the ability to extract
meaning from future experiences as they occur.”
Dewey, J. (1963). Experience and education. New York: Collier Books. (Original work
published 1938)
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"The current standards and accountability movement is nothing short of a
creeping fascism permeating the educational landscape of the new
millennium."
Gordon Vars. National Middle School Conference Keynote. St. Louis. October, 2000.
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“If the primary public responsibility and justification for tax-supported
schooling is raising a generation of fellow citizens, then the school–of
necessity–must be a place where students learn the habits of mind, work,
and heart that lie at the core of such a democracy.”
Democratic Schools: Lessons in Powerful Education. Michael Apple and James
A. Beane (Eds.). Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 2007
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People of discretion. Experts. I do not like experts. They are our jailors. I
despise experts more than anyone on earth. . . . They solve nothing! They
are servants of whatever system hires them. They perpetuate it. When we
are tortured, we shall be tortured by experts. When we are hanged,
experts will hang us. . . . When the world is destroyed, it will be destroyed
not by madmen but by the sanity of its experts and the superior ignorance
of its bureaucrats.
Le Carre in Howard Zinn. This quote was cited in Howard Zinn, Declarations of
Independence: Cross-Examining American Ideology (New York: Harper Collins, 1990).
Zinn referenced J. le Carre’s The Russian House (Knopf, 1989), 6. Page 207. Zinn went on to
express the radical nature of Critical Theory.
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“If those in charge of our society—politicians, corporate executives, and
owners of press and television—can dominate our ideas, they will be
secure in their power. They will not need soldiers patrolling the streets.
We will control ourselves.”~~
Howard Zinn
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“Contemporary mechanisms of control are often unobtrusive. . . .
Although organizational theorists have long acknowledged that processes
of control are integral to the way organizations operate there are reasons
to believe that we have entered a new age in which the forms of control
being used are more insidious and widely misunderstood.”
J. Jermier, “Critical Perspectives on Organizational Control,” Administrative Science
Quarterly 43, (1998), 235.
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THEORY X
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Average workers are by nature indolent—they work as little as possible.
They lack ambition, dislike responsibility, prefer to be led.
They are inherently self-centered, indifferent to organizational needs.
They are by nature resistant to change.
They are gullible, not very bright, ready dupes of the charlatan and demagogue.

Douglas McGregor
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THEORY Y
1. Management is responsible for organizing the elements of production
enterprise—money, materials, equipment, people—in the interest of
economic (educational) ends.
2. People are not by nature passive or resistant to organizational needs. If
they appear so, it is as a result of experience in organizations.
3. The motivation, potential for development, the capacity for assuming
responsibility, the readiness to direct behaviors toward organizational
goals are all present in people; management does not put them there.
It is a responsibility of management to make it all possible for people to
recognize and develop these human characteristics for themselves.
4. The essential task of management is to arrange organizational
conditions and methods of operation so that people can achieve their
own goals best by directing their own efforts toward organizational
objectives. (all emphasis in original).
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“Critical theory seeks to expose instances in which ideology constrains
and oppresses certain groups while giving unfair advantage to others and
to create more democratic workplaces.”
Maxim Voronov and Peter Coleman, “Beyond the Ivory Towers: Organizational Power
Practices and a ‘Practical’ Critical Post-modernism,” The Journal of Applied Behavioral
Science 39(2), (June 2003), 172.
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DEMOCRATIC PRINCIPLES FOR HIGHER EDUCATION
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UNIVERSITIES AND SCHOOLS AS DEMOCRATIC SITES
▪

Terms defining schools as democratic sites commonly used throughout
the 20th century seem to be missing from the language of the current
accountability, metrics, and rankings movement – terms that define
school as a place not only where content and skills are learned, but as a
place where the skills needed to be a good person and a contributing
member of society are lived.

▪

Such terms as "the common good" and a curriculum that is "relevant”
or practices “based upon students' personal and social concerns" are
absent from the dialogue of state and local decision makers.
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CRITICAL THINKING AND DEMOCRACY
Not only does critical thought serve individual ends, it is also paramount
for creating and sustaining democracy. “A democracy composed of
citizens who can think for themselves on the basis of evidence and
concomitant analysis, rather than emotion, prejudice, or dogma, is a
plus—in fact, it sustains, builds, and perpetuates the democracy.
Instructional Interventions Affecting Critical Thinking Skills and Dispositions: A Stage 1
Meta-Analysis Philip C. Abrami, Robert M. Bernard, Evgueni Borokhovski, Anne
Wade, Michael A. Surkes, Rana Tamim, Dai Zhang. First Published December 1,
2008 Research Article: https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654308326084

18

CRITICAL THINKING: ONE DEFINITION
▪

We understand critical thinking to be purposeful, self-regulatory
judgment which results in interpretation, analysis, evaluation, and
inference, as well as explanation of the evidential, conceptual,
methodological, criteriological, or contextual considerations upon
which that judgment is based. . . . The ideal critical thinker is habitually
inquisitive, well-informed, trustful of reason, open-minded, flexible,
fair-minded in evaluation, honest in facing personal biases, prudent in
making judgments, willing to reconsider . . . and persistent in seeking
results which are as precise as the subject and the circumstances of
inquiry permit.

Facione, PA. The California Critical Thinking Skills Test—College level: Experimental
validation and content validity 1990 Millbrae California Academic Press (Technical Report
No. 1) (ERIC Document Reproduction Service No. ED327549)
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DEMOCRATIC VALUES
▪

Liberty: personal freedom, free flow of information and ideas, open
debate, and freedom of assembly;

▪

Common good: greater benefit for all; majority rule while protecting
the rights of the minority;

▪

Justice: fair treatment; shared decision-making;

▪

Equality: no class hierarchy;

▪

Diversity: diversity and representation of both the people and of
opinions; and,

▪

Honesty, Openness, and Fairness: in all interactions with each other.
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DEMOCRATIC PRINCIPLES
▪ The rule of law;
▪ Checks and balances;
▪ Separation of powers; and,
▪ Representative government
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EDUCATION IS POLITICAL
Education is an inherently political activity. Through education, we learn to do and
to be. Making and enacting curriculum are not just technical and administrative
tasks, but are political as well. They are political in that their salient features
include struggles of meaning and feasibility among citizens and stakeholders who
convey certain values and beliefs through their influence on schooling. Political
constructions of education occur at two levels: the macro-political (through
formulation and enactment of educational policies) and the micro-political
(through individual pedagogies and learning environments).
Werner, W. (1991). “Curriculum and uncertainty.” In Ghosh, R. and Ray, D. (Eds.). Social change and
education in Canada (2nd Edition). Toronto:
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich Apple, Michael W. (2004). “Creating Difference: Neo-Liberalism and NeoConservatives and the Politics of Educational Reform.” Educational Policy, 18 (1), 12-44.
Freire, Paulo. Teachers as Cultural Workers: Letters To Those Who Dare To Teach. Boulder, CO:
Westview Press, 1998.
Freire, Paulo. Pedagogy of Freedom: Ethics, Democracy and Civic Courage. Lanham, MD: Rowman &
Littlefield, 1998
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AUTHORITARIAN VS DEMOCRATIC
CLASSROOMS
▪

Is it hypocritical to complain about authoritarian leadership when we
use authoritarian methods in the classroom?

▪

How do we promote critical thinking among students if they sit in
classrooms where an authority figure:
• Designs the syllabus
• Decides what is to be taught
• Decides how the what is to be taught
• Decides what is to be measured
• Decides how the what is to be measured
• Plays the game of “guess what is in my head”

▪

Redesign classroom practice to create democratic space.
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COURSE PLANNING WITH STUDENTS
▪

Planning the curriculum is done cooperatively between the instructor
and the students. There is a syllabus prepared before meeting, but the
syllabus contains only the course "givens," items that are considered
essential for all students to accomplish.

▪

Examples of givens:
• Reading materials that will be reviewed
• Field notes and reflective log requirements
• Partner letter requirements
• Self-assessments
• Practicum assessments
• A portfolio representing their work
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DEMOCRATIC CLASSROOM: WEEK ONE
▪

The first week of class is spent deciding with students what the course
content will be by:
• Identifying common questions and concerns of students.
• Identifying themes to pursue as a community that emerge from
those common questions.
• Deciding how answers to individual questions that were not part of
the common class questions will be pursued.
• Deciding how those individual answers will be reported.

▪

Students engage in deciding activities to complete as a whole class as
they work through a theme together.

▪

Students engage in determining which readings are appropriate to the
themes and individual projects pursued in class.
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PROCESS A: CHARTING GLOBAL QUESTIONS
▪

First, students are asked to respond individually to two guiding
questions:
• What are questions/concerns you have about teaching in a middle
level school?
• What are questions/concerns you have about teaching in general?

▪

Students meet in small groups, chart the questions, and identify
"common" questions. A common question is one that more than one
person had listed in their individual responses.

▪

Small group charts come to whole group where common questions are
charted again. Common questions are ones listed by more than one
small group.
26

COMMON QUESTIONS: EXAMPLES FROM CLASS CHART
QUESTIONS/CONCERNS ABOUT TEACHING IN GENERAL
1. How do I keep students’ interest?
2. Will I be prepared?
3. Are my ideas effective?
4. How do you deal with attachments to students?
5. How does a teacher effectively teach all subjects that he/she is not familiar with?
6. How much empowerment are we allowed?
7. How do I prevent getting frustrated or overwhelmed?
8. How do I keep students’ interest?
9. How do I get parents involved in the classroom and at home?
• How will I be able to discipline effectively?
• How will I teach the curriculum in a creative and effective way every day?
• How do I deal with students and their changing lives? (Puberty)
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PROCESS B: CHARTING THEMES
After charting common questions in small groups, students are asked (again in the
small group) to identify common themes that emerge from the intersection of the
common questions and list those by priority. Small group themes come to whole
class for common themes charting and prioritization.
Below is final order of common themes from one class’s list, indicating the order of
themes to pursue during the semester for that class.
CLASSROOM THEMES FROM THE INTERSECTION OF QUESTIONS/CONCERNS
1. Discipline/management
2. Effective teaching (variety of abilities)
3. Teacher roles (legal)
4. Working with parents
5. Growth and development
6. Classroom climate
7. Politics
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PROCESS C: CHARTING QUESTIONS FOR THEME ONE
Students chart common questions to pursue for first theme, first in small groups then by
whole class.

QUESTIONS ABOUT CLASSROOM MANAGEMENT TO EXPLORE DURING THE UNIT
1. How can we maintain a respectful environment?
2. How do I deal with adolescent problems?
3. How do we deal with gender issues?
4. How do I keep the subjects interesting?
5. How do you teach on the students' level?
6. How do we deal with bad language?
7. How do we deal with parents?
8. How do you help a student with problems at home?
9. Do we have the freedom to visit the student's home?
10. Will I be prepared enough to cover all the objectives and curriculum requirements?
11. How do we accommodate different ability levels?
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PROCESS D: CHARTING PROJECTS
▪

Whole class charts methods to pursue answers to the questions that
appeared on the common questions theme chart.

▪

Students categorize their methods into group and individual projects
since they have an option to pursue answers to their questions either
individually or as part of a small group.
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EXAMPLES OF INDIVIDUAL PROJECTS
1. Volunteer – Teach/Tutor – Journal
2. Interview student – Q/A sheets
3. Interview teachers/admin
4. Magazine articles – summary
5. Reflect back on own experience – reflection
6. Observations – field notes
7. Refer to texts – outlines
8. Trial and error – logs, documents
9. Take a course, workshop, etc. – notes, etc.
10. Internet – copy it

11. Group interview – sheets
12. Question, Question! Listen!!! – notes
13. Ask for resources – list
14. Start files
15. Parents' interview
16. Video tape self
17. Research project
18. Personal criticism
19. Shadow study
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EXAMPLES OF GROUP PROJECTS
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Brainstorming – notes
Shared resources
Share lesson plans and ideas
Experiment – compare
Compare research – write up
Breakdown – subjects – group project
Grade newsletter
Practice teaching – feedback
Group activity – social

10. Advice – feedback
11. Observe one another
12. Partner letters
13. Study group
14. Sharing mistakes
15. Critiques
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PROCESS E: FORMAL PROPOSAL
Students write a formal proposal to accomplish either an individual project or a group project
during the semester. The project is designed to answer their own questions outside of the themes
pursued as a whole class.
Students are given a project proposal sheet that leads them through a proposal design that
includes:
1. Question to research
2. Readings that will provide background
3. Methods for collecting information
4. Reporting methodology
5. Time estimate to complete project
Project proposals are turned in for feedback from the instructor then returned to students for
inclusion in their portfolio.
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PROCESS: WHOLE CLASS
▪

Themes in class are pursued and regular classroom meetings held to
revisit themes, share group and individual project reports, and make
decisions about whole class activities.

▪

While the professor brings in the majority of material for whole class
themes, students are included as well by dividing material with them
and having them conduct activities in class.

▪

For example, models of classroom management from a variety of
theorists are divided among students who then become experts on
those models and present them to the class.
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REFLECTIONS
▪

As projects tie into whole class themes, information is shared as
appropriate. At times, project presentations are scheduled to allow sharing
when the right time just didn't seem to naturally appear.

▪

Constant dialogue emerges as a result of the classroom meetings and the
process of curricular design.

▪

Students are comfortable in making suggestions about what to do next in class
and the direction things should go.

▪

Some sharing becomes very personal as students open up about their
practicum experiences and bring their thoughts and emotions into the
dialogue.

▪

Disagreements are common, as discussion about questions important to each
student sometimes bring out emotions that lie simmering beneath the
surface. Reading material often stirs those emotions, as the instructor tries to
bring material to class representing multiple perspectives.
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CONCLUSION
▪

Although this approach could be viewed as "sloppy" by some, it seems
close to creating the kind of learning community that stimulates
engagement, critical thinking, and life changing experiences that can
cause future teachers to truly reflect on what constitutes a meaningful
educational experience.

▪

Comments on class evaluations from students reflect that feeling as
well as observation of student behavior and work during the semester.

▪

Many students state that they have never worked harder in any
university course than this one, and that they never learned as
much. This seems to be reason enough to continue the pursuit of a
democratic classroom with preservice teachers.
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“The largely unconscious embrace of the
mechanistic approach to management has
now become one of the main obstacles to
organizational change.”
Fritjof Capra and Pier Luigi Luisi, The Systems View of Life: A Unifying Vision (Cambridge, United
Kingdom: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 59.
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“I have come to believe that the new paradigm
in science. . . has found its most appropriate
formulation in the now emerging theory of
living, self-organizing systems. . . It is a theory
that applies to individual living organisms,
social systems, and ecosystems.”
Fritjof Capra, The Tao of Physics: An Exploration of the Parallels between Modern Physics and Eastern
Mysticism (Boston: Shambhala, 2000), 339.

38

KEYSTONE SPECIES
Sean B. Carroll, The Serengeti Rules (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016). “The
Serengeti Rules.” Nature. Video of the Public Broadcasting System. Edited by Benedict
Jackson. Executive Producer: David Guy Elisco, Jared Lipworth, and Fred Kaufman. Produced
by David Allen and Gaby Bastyra. October 9, 2019. Based on the book by Sean B. Carroll.
(2016). The Serengeti Rules. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
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ECOLOGICAL PYRAMID MODEL

40

HIGHER EDUCATION ORGANIZATION PYRAMID MODEL
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ECOLOGICAL PYRAMID MODEL WITH
CHECKS AND BALANCES
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HIGHER EDUCATION ORGANIZATION MODEL WITH
CHECKS AND BALANCES
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The professional workplace must offer a time and a place for faculty
and staff to have honest and open dialogue. They must feel free to
express themselves, to have transparent dialogue and come to reasoned
conclusions together. They must be able to speak truth to power.
Critical Theory can help us move our organizations from a Closed model
to an Open model.
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Discussion, Question, Comments
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